Shakespeare's Windsor comedy is said to have been the result of a request from Queen Elizabeth for even more of Falstaff, the knight of excess from the three plays of the so-called Henriad. In this production, the play was updated by Northern Broadsides, a company well-known for keeping a deliberate distance from the metropolitan theatrical tastes of the English south. The combination of Shakespeare and Yorkshire produced a fresh, innovative, and irreverently vibrant reworking of the city play, with its title deliberately foreshortened.
The Merry Wives of Windsor is not often produced by modern theatre groups, perhaps because of its layered complexity. The two main characters of the title, Mistress Page and Mistress Ford, provide the major narrative strand as they manipulate and then gull poor old Sir John, while he tries and fails to do the same to them. However, there is also a whole series of other minor manipulations among various members of the ensemble cast. This presents something of a problem for a modern audience, since it is very easy to lose track of who is who, and who is doing what to whom. Barrie Rutter's production responded by addressing the intricacies of the text directly; rather than shy away from them, this is a production that foregrounds them.
The play opened with a somewhat loose 1920s feel, especially in terms of costuming. Mistresses Page and Ford, however, had an energy to them as they tried to jog or play tennis; the props were mixed, with exercise machinery to hand, as well as the occasional drink. These might be characters of a certain age, but they showed plenty of movement in their interactions with each other, the other characters, and (especially) Rutter's Falstaff. The company managed the various levels of the multiple plots by making full use of Shakespeare's stereotypes. The French doctor and the Welsh parson were overplayed to comic effect, as was Master Ford's jealousy.
This last element was used to good effect by the production to bind together the various complications that ensue, since Master Ford provides a lynchpin, as well as a great deal of physical comedy, as he searches for Falstaff in a huge basket of dirty laundry. Much of this ended up all over the stage and in the middle of the audience as well, incidentally breaking down the proscenium stage's barriers between cast and theatregoers. Taking their cue from the Shakespearean "aside," many of the performers directly addressed to the auditorium, which served the further purpose of making each figure memorable as each had a moment in the limelight.
The production tackled the various stage types with some gusto, marking the performance with Northern Broadsides' trademark willingness to take on just about anything. Comic overacting added to the fun, with Doctor Caius's atrocious Monty Python French accent and exaggerated actions vying with Sir Hugh Evans's Welsh caricature, all deliberately overplayed. As the plots moved forward, the thread of the interaction between Falstaff and the two female leads took more and more precedence, and the improbable events that resulted were managed with some inventiveness. This lead to some memorable slapstick, especially when the servants tried to carry the enormously indomitable Sir John out of the house in the basket in the first instance, and then when he was disguised as the fat woman of Brentford, here rendered as the old woman of Ilkley (in Yorkshire). A wardrobe of cloth hangings became a set of clothes and a large floppy hat, and Master Ford beat "her" off the stage with a golf club. The attention to detail paid off with the final emerging plotline, the marriage of young Anne Page. The audience of this production managed in all the confusion to comprehend that her father looks to marry her off to Evans and that her mother looks to marry her off to Master Slender, with neither parent telling the other what they are doing. The short appearances by Master Fenton and Anne nevertheless managed to convey that they had their own agenda. Costume was used effectively here, with Anne, initially at least, dressed in a manner similar to her mother.
Everything came together in the final scene, with Falstaff dressed as Herne the Hunter and most of the cast pretending to be fairies. The Northern Broadsides technique at moments like this, familiar from their other Shakespeare productions, is to increase the tempo markedly. In this instance the various suitors left the stage separately on different types of bicycles in the midst of all the dancing and action. The last laugh was on Mistress Page, as she was equally manipulated by her daughter and Fenton, and the performance came to a satisfying conclusion.
The theme of maneuver, move, and countermove runs throughout the play and is deliberately reinforced. This is a difficult trick to pull off on the modern stage, but Northern Broadsides managed to thread a way through the interleaved, episodic narrative structure without losing the plot. In front of the Badisches Staatstheater Karlsruhe, in the southern German state of Baden-Württem-berg, there lie, embedded in the sidewalk, two cobblestones topped by metallic plates. These Stolpersteine, stumbling stones-you could literally trip over them-are part of a project by artist Gunter Demnig, who has placed 50,000 stones and counting in front of houses and other buildings across Europe memorializing victims of the Nazi regime. At the Badisches Staatstheater one of the stones reads: "'Jank' / Lilly Jankelowitz / Born 1907 / Fled to France 1936 / Interned at Drancy / Deported 1944 / Bergen-Belsen / Died Oct. 1944 / Ravensbrück." Hans-Werner Kroesinger's documentary production Stolpersteine Staatstheater (Stumbling Stones State Theatre), which premiered on June 21, 2015 in the studio of the Badisches Staatstheater, was a performed stumbling stone. I walked into the theatre (at the 2016 Theatertreffen Festival in Berlin, where it was invited as one of the year's ten "most noteworthy" German-language productions) and tripped.
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Lilly Jankelowitz, stage name Lilly Jank, a young actress and soubrette, wrote in 1928 a series of letters to Hans Waag, director of the Badisches Landestheater (which became the Staatstheater in 1933), requesting a job. Veronika Bachfischer, an actress in the theatre's ensemble today, read aloud Lilly's letters with passion, but also some distance; Gunnar Schmidt responded as Waag. The audience sat at a large, crooked table alongside Bachfischer, Schmidt, and two other actors-Jonathan Bruckmeier and Antonia Mohr. Initially, Waag offered Jank a voluntary position. But as we learn from her contracts, which Mohr read with some surprise, Jank was promoted for the 1929-30 season, when she sang Pirate Jenny in Bertolt Brecht's Threepenny Opera, a small though prominent role, and she was promoted again for the 1930-31 season. Bruckmeier recited newspaper reviews of Jank's performances from 1932, praising the pretty soubrette and anticipating still greater performances.
We all know what happened next: Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany on January 30, 1933. The Nazi Party passed a series of laws to "reform" and "restore" the professional civil service; many theatres in Germany, like the Badisches Staatstheater, are state-funded and thus ensemble members at the time were, legally, public employees. Jank's contract was not renewed for the 1933-34 season for "racial reasons." The rest of the story of Lilly Jankelowitz, or its essence, is carved into her Stolperstein.
What we do not know, or care to recall, is how theatres responded to Hitler and his willing collaborators. We like to think of artists as defenders of freedom and justice, tellers of hard truths. In remembering four members of the Badisches Staatstheater ensemble-along with Jank: Hermann Brand, an actor especially beloved for comic roles; Emma Grandeit, by all accounts an excellent prompter; and Paul Gemmecke, a celebrated actor-Kroesinger and his team remind us, at a particularly important moment in history, that institutions sometimes make uncomfortable compromises in exchange for government funding. And theatre artists are certainly capable, even eager, to animate xenophobic hatred.
Kroesinger has been creating documentary theatre for twenty years. Trained at the Giessen Institute for Applied Theatre Studies, he worked after graduation as an assistant for Heiner Müller. Kroesinger
